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ABSTRACT
To Self-Enhance or Self-Verify?
How Choice Difficulty Influences Product Preference for Low
Self-Esteem Consumer
by
CHAN Hoi Ching
Master of Philosophy

One of the core stones in marketing is that consumers use different products to build
and manage their self-images. Traditional view in marketing suggests that consumers want to
increase positivity of their self-images; therefore, they are attached to products associated with
favorable user image and avoid consuming products connected with unfavorable user images.
Notably, a recent paper from Stuppy and her colleagues (2020) suggested that the mentioned
self-enhancing motivation should only be applicable to consumers with high self-esteem,
whereas those with low self-esteem would rather pursue the self-verification motivation and
prefers inferior product, symbolizing a less positive consumer image, to superior products.
The objective of this study is to investigate and demonstrate an unexplored boundary
condition by proposing the role of product choice difficulty in influencing how low self-esteem
consumers choose a superior vs. an inferior product. Specifically, we propose that low selfesteem consumers would pursue a self-enhancement motive when as choice becomes more
cognitively difficult. Consequently, their choice between a superior and an inferior product
would depend on the relative strength between a self-enhancement and a self-verification
motive. Four studies, including two pilot studies and two full studies, provided supports for
our theoretical framework.
It is expected that findings of this paper can redress the gap in literature about
consumer behavior of low self-esteem consumers and serve a guide for marketer to stick
with the needs of this special group of consumers.

I declare that this is an original work based primarily on my own research, and
I warrant that all citations of previous research, published or unpublished, have been duly
acknowledged.
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1. INTRODUCTION
1.1 Rationale of this Research
Have you ever met a person who is always looking down on himself or herself and
prefers products of lower quality even if he or she has the money to buy higher-quality
products? Stuppy et al. (2020) suggested that this extraordinary preference for a product with
relatively inferior quality on consumers who hold a negative self-view is a self-verifying action.
Their finding is counter-intuitive, as marketing researchers have repeatedly demonstrated, and
in different ways, when a product is consumed publicly, consumers have self-presentational
concerns with the product signals (Ashworth et al., 2005; Liu & Baskin, 2021). Past research
(e.g., Liu & Baskin, 2021; Nelissen & Meijers, 2011) discovered that buying products with
lower unit cost may infer a lower social status and a less desirable image of “cheapness” on
consumers. For this reason, consumers would decrease their preference for inferior products
when they are provided a more superior product option. Under their theory, the long-term selfview held by individuals is associated with their preferences for consumer products related to
different product signals.
Given that people with high self-esteem are able to see themselves through a positive
lens and expect success in life (Rosenberg, 1965), Stuppy et al. (2020) suggested these people
would always pursue a self-enhancement motive, which is a universal desire of self-positivity
and routine attempts to promote positive self-views.
On the other hand, Stuppy et al. (2020) indicated that individuals with a general and
stable negative view of themselves do not follow a self-enhancement motive but instead follow
a self-verification motive underlying the human need for a consistent self-view and
predictability. Swann (2012) reasoned that low self-esteem consumers are accustomed to being
inferior to others and to consume a product symbolizing a less favorable user is consistent with
how they were used to be seen. Likewise, low self-esteem consumers are feared that they
cannot live up to the positive images associated with the products signaling high status and
1

favorable images if they try to self-enhance with these products. Therefore, counter-intuitively,
consumers with negative self-view would prefer products with less favorable labels. They
believed these products bring more psychological benefits than costs to them compared to the
product associated with an enhanced self-view.
Although Stuppy and her colleague (2020) have provided such a logical theory about
the general preference pattern of low self-esteem (LSE) consumers, this behavior pattern may
not be true all the time. As these researchers have explored in their paper, when LSE
consumers see themselves as consumers of superior products, they would no longer prefer the
lower quality inferior product to the superior product (Stuppy et al., 2020). Along with this
boundary condition, some prior studies in psychology found that people with low self-esteem
also participate in self-enhancement behavior. For example, Wood and others (1994)
suggested that low self-esteem people would self-enhance through intentional comparison if
they see the comparison opportunity is safe, for example, when they know that it is a
downward comparison. In addition, Brown et al. (1988) found that people with low self-esteem
engage in self-enhancement, which indirectly linked the self to positive group identity and
outcomes.
We notice that the consumption behavior of low self-esteem individuals is relatively
unexplored in consumer studies compared to that of average or high self-esteem individuals.
Therefore, this research aims to enrich our understanding of the consumption behavior of LSE
consumers.
In addition, self-enhancement theory predicts all consumers to consume whatever
product associates with positive identities. In contrast, self-verification theory predicts
consumers with low self-esteem to forgo products associated with favorable images and
instead consume products signaling a less favorable consumer image. The two types of
motivation predict product preference differently, and no research has offered an integrative
framework to explain. For these two reasons above, we believe that there may be unexplored
2

factors deviating self-motives and preference pattern of the low self-esteem consumers from
the basic behavior model depicted by Stuppy et al. (2020).
In summary, we investigate the following research questions: Do low self-esteem
consumers pursue a self-verification goal all the time that drives their preference for inferior
products? If not, when do low self-esteem consumers prefer superior products in pursuit of
self-enhancement and when they prefer inferior products driven by self-verification goals?
This research would like to answer the above questions and fill in the gaps of Stuppy et al.’s
work (2020).

1.2 Significance of the Study

The boundary condition explored in this paper would show that consumers who are
haunted by long term desperation and self-distrust sometimes deviate from the motivation to
seek and preference for products that signal negative self-image when they perceived a
consumption choice difficult to make. This work will contribute to creating knowledge in the
following three aspects: First, as we had found an unexplored boundary condition to Stuppy
et al.’s theory (2020), our work would complement their proposed mechanism. This piece of
knowledge could help explain some conflict in the self-verification and self-enhancement
theory and help advance the prediction of preference and motivation pursuit for these low selfesteem consumers. Second, most prior marketing research on self-esteem and self-motivation
has focused on a single facet, either individual’s tendency to follow a self-enhancement or
self-verification motive, but not to study the two motives in a relative sense. This research
would fill in that gap by shedding light on a new way to study the two self-motives together.
Third, we incorporate choice difficulty and cognitive components of the two motives
into our theoretical model. Looking at how self-motives can be affected by a contextual factor
during the consumption process has helped provide foresight of how the cognition of
individuals may affect their motivation from a marketing lens. Although prior research has
3

investigated how motivation may affect cognition (e.g., selective attention, motivated
reasoning), how cognition may affect motivation is relatively unexplored. For this reason, this
research could help explore and stimulate new lines of study in the theory of choice difficulty.
Apart from knowledge contribution, our research aims to enrich the managerial
understanding of the consumption pattern of consumers with different low self-esteem. In
Stuppy et. al’ work (2020), they showed a general pattern of product preference for low selfesteem consumers is to go for products with negative identity signals. However, their proposed
general pattern is like a puzzle with pieces missing as it falls short of acknowledging some
boundary conditions. Practically, we believe that our findings could be one of the missing
pieces that help advance marketers’ understanding of when to and what kind of user images
to project on their products depending on the psychological characteristics of their targeted
customers.
Although low self-esteem consumers were demonstrated to show a low preference for
status products and luxury products, which are connected to vibrant and positive consumer
images (Stuppy et al, 2020), we predict that the preferences of those consumers would change
as a product choice is perceived as difficult. Hence, marketers of luxury products with this
extra piece of information could better target low self-esteem consumers by knowing when
these consumers have cultivated a taste of superior products from this paper. Also, given low
self-esteem consumers’ preference for inferior products can be cracked up by depletion of
decision ability, managers of luxury brands can work to implant a taste of superior product for
low self-esteem customers. They can implant such a preference to consumers under the
popularity of ecommerce, where substantial pieces of information are presented to consumers,
and consumer’s decision ability is easily depleted.

4

1.3 Structure of Report

The paper has been designed to follow the following structure of chapters:
In Chapter 1, I offer the rational of conducting this research. Chapter 2 reviews literatures and
some eminent related theories about the key constructs in this research (i.e. self-motives, selfviews ad choice difficulty). Chapter 3 introduces our theoretical framework, hypotheses and
provides corresponding explanations of the role that each hypothesis plays in our theoretical
framework.

Chapter 4 presents our data collection methods, sampling instrument and

measurement tools of the four studies separately accompanied with our analysis result. Chapter
5 winds up this research with discussion of the findings, limitations, and suggestions for future
directions.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Choice Difficulty
Choice difficulty is one of the characteristics that may delay consumer’ choice or lead
to reversal of preference and inconsistency of preference over time (Tversky & Kahneman,
1974). Traditional economic theories assume that people are rational beings and would make
decision carefully in attempt to maximize most benefit in a decision (i.e. pleasure, satisfaction
and monetary functional value) after fully considering available information and alternatives
(Benoulli, 1738). The targeted accuracy of decision is one factor determining the amount of
cognitive resources used in a decision (Johnson & Payne, 1985). In the context of making a
consumption decision, we can understand “accuracy” as the amount of utility brought by the
consumption. Following this logic, to reach an optimal choice, people have to use more
cognitive resources than to reach a suboptimal choice. In the meantime, according to the theory
of bounded rationality (Simon, 1955, 1956), cognitive resources are scared for all people and
the cognitive and logistical constraints made it impossible to stick with the optimum. Using
all cognitive cost of thinking on a decision may render people from having sufficient cognitive
resources to deal with other ongoing decisions in life that made it impossible for human to
reach for the optimal point (Simon, 1955; 1956). A straightforward choice between two
familiar can be relative easy to identify the optimal option; however, a choice involving more
than three unfamiliar products and when none of the options is clearly dominating would
require more efforts in identifying the optimal option. For that reason, some researchers
(Bettman, 1977; Wright, 1957; Simon, 1957) believed that people satisfice accuracy of
decision to balance for the cognitive cost used in deriving a decision, therefore they are striving
to make a “good enough” choice instead of an optimal one. As mentioned, a difficult choice
would require more time and efforts for most people, because consumer would involve
substantial decision associated activities, such as weighting of attributes, retrieving
information from both external and internal environment, and comparing alternatives (Luce et.
6

al., 1997). As these activities require extra cognitive efforts to perform (Yeo & Neal, 2008;
Shugan, 1980), people seek for an satisfactory choice instead of an optimal one to simplify the
decision-making process and to spare the exhausted cognitive effort (Simonson, 1989). For
that reason, going back to the beginning of this section, we suspect that choice difficulty may
be a factor that would flip individual’s product preference and especially for low self-esteem
consumers.
The literature of choice making is glutted with definition and operationalization of
difficulty. For example, Tversky and Shafir (1992) implied that making a choice would be
difficult when it involves trade-off of costs against benefits, risk against value and the outcome
of the trade-off is uncertain. Similar definition of difficulty is raised by Liberman and Förster
(2006), when a consumer confronts a choice set with alternatives, which are dominating in
different attributes and attributes may differ in valence, that makes their overall attractiveness
difficult to trade-off. Difficulty of a decision is also found to associate with time pressure and
anxiety triggered by the process of cognitive expansion under limited time (Stone & Kadous,
1997). Some researchers (e.g., Chernev, 2006) suggested that choice difficulty is related to
complexity of a choice set, so that difficulty increases with the number of alternatives to
compare. Nevertheless, increased number of alternatives to compare is essentially same as
increases in trade-off needed; for this reason, we perceived Chernev’s definition of choice
difficulty (2006) the same as Tversky and Shafir’s proposition (1992) in this paper.
After reviewing the definitions of choice difficulty in the literature, we conclude that
there are two general factors influencing choice difficulty, including people’ ability to deal
with choice conflict and external noises occurring during the decision making process, such
as time pressure or stress from other background task (Bettman et. al., 1990; Luce et. al., 2000;
Payne, 1976). In this paper, we will endeavor to test choice difficulty under these two
definitions.
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Increase in choice difficulty brings along the need for cognitive reduction and helps
shift the focus of product features and utility to self-fit through self-awareness, which the
feeling of difficulty would serve as a metacognitive cue bringing people to the awareness of
their self-existence. This kind of meta-cognition is like the situation when you notice yourself
in the gaze of others; when perceiving a choice as difficult, consumers may realize themselves
caught in the processing of thinking and by being aware of the state of thinking people draw
awareness to experience inside them. When people are more conscious of their own interest
and feelings instead of conforming to external standards, this kind of consciousness to the self
is said to be self-awareness (Carver, 2012). At the same time, findings of phenomena, like
self-reference effect and cocktail effect, also suggest that self-related information is easier to
activate than other and well-developed long-term trait concepts can automatically be recalled
inappropriate circumstance (Markus & Wurf, 1987; Symons & Johnson, 1997; Conway et al.,
2001). Inferring from that self-related information, the schema would be more accessible
compared to most other external information when one’s mental effort is under constraint.
Briefly summarizing the about literature definition of choice difficulty and
incorporating them in the choice-making related to self-views, it is implied that when a choice
is more difficult to make, instead of exerting excessive resources to come up with the best
solution that is optimal for their self-esteem, consumers are motivated to derive a satisfactory
choice that help manage their self-esteem in an acceptable level with reduced level of cost of
thinking needed.

2.2 Trait Self-esteem
The concept of self-esteem was first developed by psychologist William James in 1890.
This pioneer scholar of self-study in psychology defined “self” as the entire set of beliefs,
evaluation, perceptions and thoughts that people have about themselves. He recognized that
people are able to develop feelings and attitude to their existence from their social interaction
8

with others (James, 1890). Cooley (1902) and Mead (1934) later contributed to the
development of the self-theory by adding the assumption that self-esteem is socially
constructed in interaction, under people’s learning of social symbols, norms, and roles. In
Brown and Marshall’s review of self-literature (2006), it was indicated that the term selfesteem has been used sparingly on three different constructs, which are trait self-esteem,
domain-specific self-esteem, and state self-esteem, in the fields.
Trait self-esteem is the most widely acknowledged type of self-esteem. It refers to the
enduring variable that represents the way people generally feel and believe about themselves
(Brown & Marshall, 2006) and we adopt this definition of self-esteem in the rest of this paper.
Trait self-esteem is the resting state of one’s belief of social acceptance that affects his or her
rejection sensitivity, and one’s belief of competence (Leary et al.,1995). People with high selfesteem have strong conviction that they are well accepted by others and are efficacious to be
success in live events (Leary et al.,1995; Sommer & Baumeister, 2002). Sommer and
Baumeister (2002) suggested that chronic difference in perceived acceptance and competence
is liable to cause different responses to rejection and threat among individuals of high- versus
low self-esteem.
Domain-specific self-esteem is context-dependent (Reynolds & Repetti, 2008). As
people have different roles, strengths, and weaknesses in life, it is said that some people have
high social self-esteem when they are confident about their social ability and have low physical
self-esteem when they are so unconfident with their appearances (Rentzsch & Schröder–Abé,
2018).
Self-esteem can also be understood as a state that varies day-to-day and even hour-tohour, which refers to state self-esteem (Brown & Marshall, 2006). This kind of shorter-term
self-esteem can be boosted when people have succeeded at an important task, or when people
feel that others accept and value them. When people fail in a task or encounter social rejection,
9

the negative aspects of the self-concept would become more accessible and lead to the feeling
that we experience low state self-esteem. Prior research (e.g., Robins & Beer, 2001; Mandel
et al., 2017) demonstrates that when people are temporarily induced to a self‐discrepant state
and when people's state self-esteem drops. For example, when people have just experienced
failure or social rejection, they will defend their sudden loss of self-esteem with compensatory
self-enhancement.
In this research, we focus on trait self-esteem for two reasons, First, trait self-esteem
is used more generally and would allow us to investigate more generalizable findings, rather
that a context specific situation like domain-specific self-esteem (Rosenberg et al., 1995). Also,
the manipulation of state self-esteem could possibly yield a result of increased selfenhancement tendency for people (Greenberg & Pyszczynski, 1985), which could interfere
with the motivation we are studying. Thus, we do not adopt state self-esteem in this research.
In the literature, self-esteem has played important roles in buffering individuals’ life
anxiety and their social interaction wellness (Greenberg et al., 1997; Leary & Baumeister,
2000). Under implication of the two theories, people with high self-esteem regard themselves
more positively and believe in their inherent worth, these beliefs fostered their expectation to
social acceptance and good performance. Nevertheless, people with low self-esteem see
themselves in a negative sense and doubt they are worthy of love and acceptance (Jordan et
al., 2017; Pelham & Swann, 1989; Rosenberg, 1965). According to terror management theory,
maintaining one’s self-esteem and believing one’s him or herself is a capable being helps
buffer anxiety from daily threats (Greenberg et al.,1997). Meanwhile, Leary and Baumeister
(2000) indicated that a general level of self-esteem that interacts with publicness would help
people to build up and manage constructive social interaction with others. Because protecting
self-esteem is associated with a wide range of psychological well-being (Greenberg et al.,
1997), and self-esteem serves important interpersonal functions (Leary & Baumeister, 2000),
people are motivated to maintain their level of self-esteem in different ways.
10

Under the inherent intrapsychic differences associated with levels of self-esteem,
historical research suggested that individuals from high self-esteem and low self-esteem
groups would follow different motives (Baumeister et al., 1989; Baumeister, 1982; Brown et
al., 1988). It is often indicated that people with high self-esteem strived harder than low selfesteem counterparts to self-enhance by making a positive impression and engaging in selffavoring bias (Baumeister, 1982; Kobayashi & Brown, 2003; Stuppy et al., 2020). For example,
high self-esteem students describe themselves significantly more favorably than did those with
low self-esteem in response to a public bad evaluation (Baumeister, 1982). It is found that
individuals with low self-esteem are motivated to verify their negative self-images. For
instance, people who possessed negative self-views actively choose to interact with partners
that provided negative evaluation to them but not with those who provided compliments
(Swann et al., 1992).

2.4 Self-motivation

In this section, we introduce self-enhancement motivation and self-verification
motivation.
2.4.1 Self-enhancement Motivation

Being the most studied self-motives, self-enhancement motive is rooted in the notion
that people all desire self-positivity (Sedikides & Gregg, 2008). Self-enhancement theory
suggests that all individuals tendentiously prefer favorable evaluation from others, desire to
decrease the negativity of one’s self-concept (Jackson & Hogg, 2010; Sedikides, 1993), and
actively seek positive compliments when self-view are threatened (Brown & Gallagher, 1992).
Some psychologists possessed that self-enhancement is a venerable and universal motivation
possessed by all human beings (Sedikides et al., 2003).
Phenomena that have been attributed to the self-enhancement motive in the literature
include, but are not limited to, self-serving attributions, better-than-average effect, and
preference for positive social feedback (Leary, 2007; Sedikides & Gregg, 2008). Under these
11

phenomena, people would attribute success to internal reason but shirked responsibility of
failure on the external cause, see themselves as more likely to succeed than others, and desire
self-favoring over self-disapproving feedbacks (Leary, 2007; Sedikides & Gregg, 2008).
Though prepotency and unconscious nature of self-enhancement are controversial in
the literature, it is expected that a self-enhancement process requires fewer cognitive resources
and is less cognitive demanding, than a self-verification process (see Shrauger, 1975; Lalwani,
2009; Beer et al., 2013; Kwang & Swann, 2010). Before going through the cognitive
characteristics of the two motives, we would introduce the rival theory of self-enhancement
motives, self-verification motivation in the next session first.

2.4.2 Self-verification Motivation
Self-verification theory, or sometimes named as self-consistent theory, is anchored in
the belief that people need a consistent self-view for a sense of stability (Swann,
2012). Different from the proposition of self-enhancement theory that people actively augment
the positive part of themselves or themselves, self-verification theory suggests that people
derive mental comfortability from keeping a coherent view of themselves (Swann et al., 1992).
For this reason, self-verification striving urges individuals to evaluate themselves via cognitive
introspection of past relationships and prediction of future social interaction valence to confirm
their existing self-views (see Swann et al., 1992). Self-verifying behavior includes, but again
is not limited to, viewing feedback that is consistent with their self-expectation more
accurately, selectively interacting with social partners who see them in ways that match their
self-view, and using products associated with product images with their self-esteem levels.
Some research has shown advertisements reminding consumers of a relationship they
lacked might not always lead to compensatory consumption, but it might lower their sense of
deservingness (Cavanaugh, 2014). Cavanaugh suggested that these reminders of absent social
relationships in life may reduce consumers’ willingness to purchase indulgence products,
which are products with unnecessary quality or delight (Berry, 1994). In this paper, we adopted
12

the definition of superior and inferior products from Stuppy et al.’s work (2020). Thus, we
defined “basic” products as those of significantly lower quality and associated with less
powerful user images as an inferior product (Stuppy et al., 2020); in a relative sense, we
defined superior products as products having higher general quality than the “basic” products.
Sometimes, a superior product rewards consumers with extra pleasure, which is also
considered an indulgent product. Along with this sense and Cavanaugh’s finding (2014), when
the superior product symbolizes a confident and favorable user image, it may remind low selfesteem consumers of the upbeat personality that they lack. Hence, these consumers being
reminded of their negative self-view may feel less worthy of consuming superior products that
strengthen their preference for inferior products caused by the self-verification motive.

2.4.3 Difference of these motives and effects
According to research by Shrauger (1975) and Kwang & Swann (2010), selfverification motive would require more cognitive resources than self-enhancement motive
does. Specifically, from the metal processes perspective, Swann (1990) suggested that there
are three mental processes: categorization, comparison, and strategic action, to act along with
the self-motivation that works better for them to manage their self-esteem.
Categorization, the first stage among the proposed three mental processes, requires
people to categorize the valence of stimuli as positive and negative. Swann pointed out that
logically this mental phrase would be sufficient for and a necessary prerequisite of selfenhancement behavior, as this motive required nothing more than people’s preference for
positivity (1990).
The second stage of the mental process is comparison. In this stage, people reflecte on
their self-views, especially the general valence, and compare them with the incoming stimuli.
As described earlier, the self-verification motive urges people to match stimuli with self-views,
comparison is likely to be performed for people to act along with a self-verification motive.
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Finally, the strategic phrase requires people to elicit the corresponding action or prohibit action
from complying with the self-motive.
Based on the discussion above, while both self-verification and self-enhancement
require initial categorization of self-relevant feedback, only self-verification motive requires
the additional comparison between the feedback and self-conception. As Swann assumed
(1990), cognitive resources needed to engage in these mental processes would increase with
the stages of mental processes. implying that when people’s cognitive resources are depleted,
the mental processes connected to the self-verification motive are more likely to be interfered
with than the self-enhancement motive. For this reason, he concluded that cognitive constraint
would impact self-verification but have relatively little impact on self-enhancement (Swann,
1990). Several other studies further found evidence to support the Swann’s predictions. To
name but a few, research studying impression management and self-enhancement in different
cultural under cognitive load found that impression management is suspended under cognitive
busyness (Lawani, 2009). At the same time, people can still show self-favoring bias, as
discussed, is one of the self-enhancement processes (Lawani, 2009).
The claims that self-enhancement motive is not as cognitive consuming as the selfverification motive and that self-verification motive should be affected more than selfenhancement motive by cognitive limitation are supported by the information processing
theory. The three stages of mental processes proposed by Swann (1990) implied Newell and
Simon’s serial processing model (1972) about information processing during problem-solving.
According to Norman and Bobrow, (1975) and Tversky and Kahneman (1974), information
processing can be divided into modules; to solve a problem is to search through a directed path
where transmit a problem from the starting node to a goal node. How they see information
processing as a sequence of operations implies only one information process can occur
simultaneously, and the outputs are provided continually from over a wide range of modules
(Newell & Simon, 1972). In this sense, we can see the three metal processes happen in a chain
of sequence. Self-enhancement, the characterization of self-related stimuli is the first step;
14

self-verification is a sequential operation based on the classified self-related stimuli from the
categorization phrase of Swann (1990).
Taken together, in the context of product choice, when a choice is (not) cognitive
depriving, we predict that consumers are more inclined to a self-enhancing product (selfverifying product). Together with the above-reviewed pieces of evidence about the number of
cognitive resources required for two different motivations, we expect consumers will be more
likely to follow the self-enhancement motive as it is easy for people to follow when the choicemaking process is difficult.

2.5 Symbolic Consumption Behavior
Levy (1959) stemmed the view that material objects are consumed not only for
functional utility but also for their symbolic values. For example, Rucker and Galinsky (2008)
showed that power deficient consumers gain status goods as compensation for their lost power.
Meanwhile, as suggested in many prior research (e.g., Grubb & Grathwohl, 1967; Berger &
Heath, 2007), consumers use products and brands as social tools to communicate and acquire
an identity. For example, since a Lamborghini sport utility vehicle is much more expensive
and exclusive in distribution than a Hyundai vehicle, the former is associated with a more
favorable image than the latter. Consequently, consumers generally perceive a Lamborghini
car more superior than a Hyundai car.
Our self-view, like status, is a part of our identity, can also be reflected and reinforced
by consumption choice (Banister & Hogg, 2004). When consumers use consumption as a selfpresentation tool, their product preference should depend on how there are motivated to see
themselves, present their self-image to others, and how the product can help them do so with
that product signal (superior or inferior).
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3. RESERACH FRAMEWORK

When making a difficult decision, consumers want to simplify the decision-making
process to derive a final choice more easily. An easy way to make a choice is to follow our
habits and our default preferences. For that reason, people may use a heuristic to choose
something better as a sensible default (Thaler et al., 2014). For example, along with the
economic theory suggesting rational people opt for products with maximized utility, people
choose the product that can bring the most significant satisfaction and pleasure for money
(Wards, 1954). Furthermore, along with intuition, the product in higher overall quality should
bring more pleasure and even indulgence to consumers(see Cavanaugh, 2014; Gigerenzer &
Goldstein, 1999).
In the literature, HSE people would usually prefer to feel good about themselves
(Sedikides & Gregg, 2008). A superior product, compared to an inferior product, can better
elicit their positive self-feeling. Given that consumers with high self-esteem see themselves
positively, even when they seek a self-consistent product, a superior product, compared to an
inferior product, is more consistent as their self-views. Conversely, Stuppy et al. (2020) found
that consumers with low self-esteem prefer products that show a consistent image with their
self-views. Compared to a superior product, an inferior product symbolizes a more negative
product signal that matches these consumers’ self-images (Stuppy et al., 2020). For consumers
with low self-esteem, impression management, deservingness, and fear of further rejection
always affect product preference. They show a counter-intuitive preference for inferior
products that deviate from the default preference of superior products that shall bring more
utility. Therefore, choice difficulty would directly affect preference for superior products, and
such direct effect would be moderated by trait self-esteem.
Under these reasons, we predict the effect of choice difficulty should have a more substantial
positive effect on the preference of superior products for LSE consumers than HSE consumers.
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We thus develop the first hypothesis based on the above inferences about the relationship
between choice difficulty, self-esteem, and preference of the superior or inferior product.
H1: Perceived choice difficulty would interact with trait self-esteem to influence how
consumers choose between a superior and an inferior product.
Specifically, we expect the effect is more vital for low self-esteem (LSE) consumers.
This is because as perceived product choice difficulty increases, they would prefer a superior
product to an inferior one. However, for high self-esteem (HSE) consumers, their product
preference choice will not be affected by choice difficulty.
In decision-making of an identity-related consumption, consumers would prefer the
product that matches their underlying self-motivation (e.g., self-enhancement or selfverification). Although the potency of the self-enhancement motive is under dispute, it is
indeed asserted by some researchers and partially supported by the finding that the selfenhancement motive is less cognitive consuming than the self-verification motive (Kwang &
Swann, 2009). Therefore, when consumers need to simplify the decision-making process, and
when the consumption decision is self-relevant, they may switch to pursue a self-enhancement
motive that is less cognitive consuming than a self-verification motive.
However, people’s trait self-esteem would affect their likelihood to follow a selfverification or a self-enhancement motivation (Baumeister et al., 1989; Stuppy et al., 2020).
Thus, a high self-esteem consumer is more likely to self-enhance than self-verify, while a low
self-esteem consumer is more likely to self-verify. As high self-esteem consumers are more
likely to self-enhance under the influence of trait self-esteem, choice difficulty should have
less effect on motivation pursued by these consumers than low self-esteem consumers who are
more likely to follow self-verification motives (Stuppy et al., 2020). Apart from the above
assumptions, we predict choice difficulty would not affect the self-motive pursued by HSE
consumers also because of findings from social psychology (Swann et al., 1990). The findings
showed that HSE people’s desire for favorable evaluators, who provided self-enhancing
feedback, did not increase under the time constraint, which is a factor affecting choice
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difficulty (Swann et al., 1990). Therefore, we hypothesize that for people with high self-esteem,
as past findings showed they always go for the self-enhancement motive, the relative strength
of self-motives would not be affected by choice difficulty. The full hypothesis is as below.
H2: Perceived choice difficulty would interact with trait self-esteem to influence
consumers’ relative strength between a self-enhancement motive and a self-verification motive.
In our proposition, when perceived product choice difficulty increases, LSE
consumers’ choices are more likely to be motivated by self-enhancement than by selfverification. In contrast, for HSE consumers, the motivation would not be affected by product
choice difficulty.
As choice difficulty would determine which self-motive is pursued by consumers and
affect the downstream product preference of consumers in different self-esteem groups, we
believe that pursuit of self-motives may mediate the effect of choice difficulty on product
preference.
Stuppy et al. (2020) pointed out in their work, low self-esteem consumers are more
likely to follow a self-verification motive to choose an inferior product. In contrast, high selfesteem consumers are more likely to follow a self-enhancement motive to choose a superior
product. Significantly, we predict that this pattern would only be observed for low trait selfesteem consumers. We believe so because as people’s trait self-view would underlie their
motivation as a reaction to self-relevant stimuli, high self-esteem consumers may strive harder
than their low self-esteem counterparts to self-enhance. Under this assumption, consumers
with high self-esteem are predicted to show a self-enhancement tendency most of the time,
while low self-esteem is more likely to exhibit a self-verification motive. In other words, we
predict an interaction between choice difficulty and trait self-esteem on motivation. Also, as
mentioned earlier, choice difficulty would affect consumer’s motivation and then affect their
preference of superior and inferior products, we proposed a mediation relationship between
choice difficulty and product preference in our H3.
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H3: For LSE consumers, their relative strength between a self-enhancement motive
and a self-verification motive mediate the effect of product choice difficulty on product choice.
However, such mediation does not exist for HSE consumers.
We predict an indirect effect of choice difficulty on product choice via relative motive
for LSE consumers but not for HSE consumers. Our three hypotheses can be connected and
combined, as shown in our theoretical framework below (figure 1).
Figure 1:
Theoretical Framework

In brief, the first part of the above framework illustrated our proposition that choice
difficulty would affect how consumers may pursue a self-enhancement, which requires less
cognitive resources, or a self-verification goal, which requires more cognitive resources. Our
H1 describes the relationship between constructs from the two far ends in our framework.
When a choice is complicated, there will be an increasing need for cognitive reduction.
Importantly, we predict that this pattern would only be observed for low trait selfesteem consumers. We believe so because as people’s trait self-view would affect their
perception of their competence and sensitivity to self-related threats (Leary et al.,1995;
Sommer & Baumeister, 2002). These underlie their motivation as a reaction to self-relevant
stimuli; high self-esteem consumers who have a stronger belief in their competence and more
self-esteem resources to buffer the self-esteem loss may strive harder than their low selfesteem counterparts to self-enhance. Under this assumption, consumers with high self-esteem
are predicted to show a self-enhancement tendency most of the time, while low self-esteem is
19

more likely to exhibit a self-verification motive. For these reasons, we predict an interaction
between choice difficulty and trait self-esteem on motivation.
In the second part of our theoretical framework, which the path from choice difficulty
to the relative strength of self-motives, we predict choice difficulty would have a more
negligible effect on HSE consumers’ preference. Historical findings indicated that the selfenhancement motive is more potent for people with self-esteem while self-verification is more
dominant for people with low self-esteem (Swann et al., 1990; De La Ronde & Swann, 1993).
Therefore, we hypothesize that for people with high self-esteem, as past findings showed they
always go for the self-enhancement motive, relative strength of self-motives would not be
affected by choice difficulty. When consumers choose an identity-related product, they would
prefer the product that matches their underlying motivation (e.g., self-enhancement or selfverification).
Our H3 connects our H1 and H2 by testing all paths in our theoretical model. Prior
studies suggested that self-verification would be more effortful than self-enhancement (Swann,
1990). Meanwhile, when a choice is perceived as more complex, consumers would try to
reduce the effort spent on the choice (Simon, 1957). Therefore, for LSE consumers and not
HSE consumers, choice difficulty should positively associate with the relative strength of selfenhancement motive and lead to increased preference for superior products.
To summarize, we argue that apart from trait self-esteem and self-motives underlies,
the difficulty of a choice influences consumer’s product preference. To test our hypotheses,
we defined difficulty in two ways: individuals’ ability to make the right choice, and another is
with the external constraint. We adopted the definition of “inferior” and “superior” products
from Stuppy et al.’s paper (2020), of which they defined inferiority with the perception of
lower quality or lower status than a product alternative. Also, we manipulated product signals
of identity-related products (Berger & Heath, 2007; Bellezza & Berger, 2020,), including
watches, wallets, and shoes, with the perception of quality. Then, we assessed individuals’
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relative preference for the manipulated “inferior” and “superior” products (i.e., basic watch vs.
luxurious watch). I tested these predictions in a series of four experiments described in more
detail in the coming chapter.
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4. RESEARCH METHOD AND FINDINGS

4.1 Pilot Study 1

Method
The goal of pilot study 1 is to explore the effect of choice difficulty on product
preference, specifically to see whether low self-esteem individuals would still prefer inferior
products when a choice becomes difficult.
Three hundred and sixteen participants recruited from Amazon MTurk took part in
this study for monetary compensation (42% female). After indicating their willingness to
engage in our study, participants were randomly assigned to two sets number memorization
groups with different number of digits (i.e., two 5-digit numbers vs. one 5-digit number). They
were told to memorize the set(s) under 5 seconds and to keep the number in mind until the end
of the survey. We used to different sets of numbers to ensure our sample pool comprised a full
range of cognitive difficulties. We would measure and collapse the two sets for data analysis
later.
After memorizing the number, participants were asked to imagine that they were
buying a new watch. We then presented two brands for them to choose. The stimuli was
adapted from Bellezza & Berger 2020, which has confirmed its capability in identity signaling.
We described brand A of watch as an inferior one, whereas brand B of watch as a superior one
by overall quality. Specifically, we varied the level of design and durability, such that brand
B is more durable and have a better design than brand A. The stimuli is attached in the
appendix B.

In order to ensure that our participants have regarded the inferior product in stimuli as
of lower quality while that of the superior product in stimuli is higher, we have checked the
perceived product quality of stimuli with two questions. We ran a paired t-test to compare the
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perceived quality of the two stimuli: Perceived quality of superior watch (M= 5.40) is
significantly higher than that of the inferior watch (M= 4.72, t (315) = 7.62, p = .00). The
significant difference in perceived quality suggested the success of product signal
manipulation.

Next, we assessed choice difficulty and product choice and preference. Similar to
Cheek & Goebel (2020) and Jacoby et al. (1979), we measured choice difficulty with a 7-point
bipolar scale question, “How difficult is it to make the purchase decision between brand A and
brand B?” where 1 was not difficult at all and 7 was very difficult. Product choice was
measured by a 7-point scale question, “If you are planning to choose between these two brands,
which brand would you purchase?” Product preference was measured by a 7-point scale asking
their preference between the two brands from 1 as definitely brand A and 7 as definitely brand
B.
Finally, we measured participants’ trait self-esteem scale with the Rosenberg selfesteem scale (1965). The scale composes of 10 items that assess general self-feelings without
touching on any specific ability, and we used it through all the studies. The scale is attached
in the appendix C. At the end, we collected demographic information

Results and Discussion

Based on the self-esteem scale score, we further adopted median split method to
determine whether participants belong to low (coded as 0) or high self-esteem group (coded
as 1) (see Lane et al., 2002). We predicted that perceived choice difficulty is positively
associated with a preference for the superior watch. To test this, we regressed product
preference for superior watch on perceived choice difficulty, self-esteem, and their interaction.
As predicted, we found a positive relationship between perceived choice difficulty and product
preference for superior watch (β = .40, t (315) = 4.82, p = .00). There was no main effect for
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self-esteem, (β = –.01, t (315) = –0.01, p = .99), nor the interaction (β = .19, t (315) = 1.63, p
= .11). Although this interaction was not significant, it is close to marginal significance.
In order to further explore how the effect of choice difficulty on product preference
may be different for HSE and LSE consumers, we followed up with conducting two separate
regression models for the two groups (see Figure 2). Notably, the effect of perceived choice
difficulty is slightly stronger for high self-esteem participants, (β = .59, t (162) = 7.04, p = .00)
than for low self-esteem participants, (β = .40, t (152) = 5.01, p = .00).
Figure 2:
Relative Product Preference by choice difficulty and self-esteem levels

In sum, pilot study 1 provides preliminary support for the proposition that low selfesteem consumers may have their product preference shift from an inferior one to a superior
one when the choice becomes more difficult. In other words, choice difficulty may be a
potential factor to predict product preference for low self-esteem consumers. In the next pilot
study, we would like to further investigate the relationship between choice difficulty and selfmotive.

4.2 Pilot Study 2

Method
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The aim of pilot study 2 was to follow up on the finding of pilot study 1 by testing the
effect of choice difficulty on self-motives, namely self-enhancement and self-verification. Five
hundred and thirty-three participants recruited from Amazon MTurk took part in this study for
monetary compensation (40% female).

All participants were asked to imagine that they were buying a wallet for themselves.
To generate choice difficulty, we randomly assign participants to read one of the two pairs of
products (i.e., an inferior wallet and a superior wallet). In the first pair, the descriptions of two
wallets make them more comparable with some trade-off across product features. In the second
pair, we allowed one wallet to dominate the other wallet. Specifically, we displayed two pairs
of pictures with descriptions about the products (see appendix A for the stimuli). The idea of
such design was to ensure a wide range of choice difficulty.

Similar to what we did in pilot study 1, we then measure product quality rating and
choice difficulty. Next, we assessed the extent to which their product choice was driven by a
self-enhancement motive and a self-verification motive. Participants rated their selfenhancement tendency on three items (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.87): “Using this wallet can make
me feel better about myself; this wallet can help me to build a better image; I feel confident
when I am using this wallet”, all on scales of 1 (disagree) to 7 (agree). They also rated their
views on three items measuring self-verification tendency with three items (Cronbach’s alpha
= 0.88): “This wallet would fit me; this wallet is made for consumers like me; I am free to be
myself when using this wallet”, again these items are all on scales of 1 (disagree) to 7 (agree).

Next, we assessed participants self-esteem by the same Rosenberg Trait Self-esteem
Scale (1965) as we used in pilot study 1, and collected their demographic information at the
end.

25

Results and Discussion

We assigned participants into two self-esteem groups with median-split as we did in
pilot study 1 (median =29). We suspected that when a choice is more difficult, individuals will
reduce the tendency to self-verify so that the relative strength of the self-enhancement motive
will increase, and when the self-enhancement tendency is stronger than the self-verification
tendency, individuals, especially those with low trait self-esteem, will prefer a superior product
to an inferior product. To test this, we regressed the self-enhancement tendency, selfverification tendency, and their relative difference, which is computed with self-enhancement
tendency minus self-verification tendency, on choice perceived choice difficulty, self-esteem
and their interaction.

First, for self-verification tendency, the regression analysis revealed a significant
interaction between perceived choice difficulty and self-esteem on self-verification tendency
(β = -.48, t (531) = -2.77, p = .01), consistent with our prediction. There was a main effect for
trait self-esteem, (β = 1.66, t (531) = 2.46, p = .01), but no main effect of choice difficulty (β
= .16, t (531) = 1.32, p = .19) was found. Decomposing the interaction (see Figure 3), we found
that for high self-esteem participants choice difficulty has significantly reduced their selfverification tendency (β = -.32, t (531) = -2.51, p = .01), but that does not significantly affect
self-verification tendency for low self-esteem participants, (β = .16, t (531) = 1.40, p = .16).
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Figure 3:

Self-verification Tendency by choice difficulty and self-esteem levels

Second, for self-enhancement tendency, the regression analysis again revealed a
significant interaction between perceived choice difficulty and trait self-esteem level on selfenhancement tendency (β = -.71, t (531) = -3.22, p = .00) as predicted. Also, there was a main
effect for trait self-esteem level, (β = 2.09, t (531) = 2.46, p = .02), and a main effect of choice
difficulty (β = .74, t (531) = 4.74, p = .00). Taking a closer look of the interaction (see Figure
4), this time we found that for low self-esteem participants choice difficulty has significantly
increased their self-enhancement tendency (β = .74, t (531) = 5.10, p = .00), while effect is not
significantly on high self-esteem participants, (β = .04, t (531) = 0.21, p = .83).
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Figure 4:

Self-enhancement Tendency by choice difficulty and self-esteem levels

Finally, our primary interest is to know which motive is stronger to drive consumers’
product preferences. Therefore, it is more meaningful to calculate the discrepancy of their
relative strength by using self-enhancement score to minus self-verification score; we termed
this discrepancy as self-enhancement premium and ran a regression analysis to predict this
self-enhancement premium, in the same way as we did for self-verification tendency and selfenhancement tendency alone.
The analysis showed a significant main effect of choice difficulty (β = .58, t (531) =
4.76, p = .00), which suggested that difficulty score is the key factor driving increment of selfenhancement premium. Although the interaction is not statistically significant, we are
interested to see if the effect of choice difficulty on self-enhancement premium is really the
same for participants from the two self-esteem groups. Therefore, we conducted a separate
analysis for each group of participants. We found that the effect of choice difficulty on selfenhancement premium is slightly greater for participants with low self-esteem (β
(531) = 5.03, p = .00) than participants with high self-esteem (β

HSE=

LSE=

.58, t

.35, t (531) = 2.79, p

= .01). The main effect of the choice difficulty on two relative self-motives on the two self28

esteem groups is visualized in Figure 5. From the figure, we can see that when low self-esteem
participants rated the choice difficulty at 6 or above, their tendencies to follow a selfenhancement motive overrode their tendencies to follow a self-verification motive.
Figure 5:
Self-enhancement Premium by perceived choice difficulty and self-esteem levels

Therefore, pilot study 1 and pilot study 2 provided preliminary support that low selfesteem consumers do not always prefer an inferior product to a superior product when they
perceived the choice as difficult. We believe that one and part of the reason behind is difficulty
of making a choice has imposed restriction of people’s cognitive resources and that leads the
self-enhancement motive to surface. To test the robustness of the proposed effect of choice
difficulty on product preference, we revised the pilot 1 and launched study 1 to replicate the
findings about choice difficulty on product preference.
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4.3 Study 1

Method
Study 1 aimed to take a more careful look into the effect of perceived choice difficulty
on individuals’ preference of superior product, especially for low self-esteem individuals and
improved designs of pilot study 1. Three hundred and sixty-two participants recruited from
Amazon MTurk took part in this study (47% female).
The procedure and measurement of key variables are the same as pilot study 1. Again,
we first randomly assign participants to read one of two sets of digits (a 9-digit number vs. a
6-digit number). We made our participants keep the digits in their mind until the end of the
study and we removed the time constraints for remembering the digits in this study. Different
from pilot study 1, we have added a question asking participants if they have cheated in
rehearsing the digits this time to ensure participants have paid attention to the stimuli. The
rationale for adding this question is that after pilot study 1, we have doubted memorizing the
digits under time constraint would be too challenging for our participants that turned them
straight away to cheat by jotting down the numbers in study 1. Therefore, in this study, we
have asked our participants to report if they have cheated in the rehearsal task, and we have
ensured our participants their compensations will not be affected for reporting honestly.
Participants who have indicated cheating were removed from the sample and excluded from
data analysis.
While remembering the digits, our participants would read product description of two
watches as in study 1, we described brand A of watch as an inferior one, whereas brand B of
watch as a superior one. After that, we measured choice difficulty and relative product
preference in the same way as the previous two pilot studies. Close to what we did in our pilot
study 1, we included questions asking participants to rate the quality of the products after they
have reported their preferences, but this time in a relative sense with questions like “Which
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brand has higher quality?” (1 refers to “definitely brand A” while 7 refers to “definitely brand
B”). We compared their ratings with the midpoint of the scales with t-tests. Participants
perceived the watch from brand B of higher quality than watch from brand A (M= 4.85, t (362)
= 12.24, p = .00), and perceived price of the watch from brand B higher than watch from brand
A (M= 5.02, t (362) = 16.50, p = .00). The significant difference in perceived quality and price
suggested the success of product signal manipulation. Finally, we assessed participants selfesteem, and collected their demographic information as we did in two previous studies.

Results and Discussion

As we have done in the two previous studies, we determined whether participants
belong to low or high self-esteem group with median splitting (median = 29). We predicted
that choice difficulty would be positively associated with a preference for superior watch only
for LSE consumers. The regression analysis was predicting the rating of relative preference
for superior watch on perceived choice difficulty, self-esteem, and their interaction.
Consistently, we have found a positive association between perceived choice difficulty and
relative preference for superior watch (β = .54, t (353) = 4.20, p = .00) and a significant main
effect for level of trait self-esteem, (β = 1.39, t (353) = 2.00, p = .05). More importantly, the
interaction term is significant (β = -.41, t (353) = -2.68, p = .01). Two separated regression
analyses for high and low self-esteem participants are conducted to follow up the significant
omnibus interaction effect. We found that the effect of perceived choice difficulty is stronger
on low self-esteem participants, (β = .54, t (116) = 4.64, p = .00) than high self-esteem
participants, (β = .13, t (239) = 1.54, p = .13). We depicted the interaction effect and the point
where consumers from both self-esteem groups started to show reversed preference with
Figure 6.
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Figure 6:
Relative Product Preference by perceived choice difficulty and self-esteem levels

Even if we keep the Rosenberg Self Esteem (RSE) score as a continuous variable and
run a spotlight regression analysis with PROCESS, we can still obtain a similar pattern of
interaction result (see Figure 7). The beta participants whose self-esteem score at 1 SD below
mean is significant (β = .47, t (353) = 4.79, p = .00), while that one for high self-esteem, 1 SD
above mean is not significant (β = .09, t (353) = .92, p = .35). Regression coefficients of
analysis with self-esteem score and other variables can refer to Table 1, while for details about
conditional effects of the perceived choice difficulty at different values of the moderator as
shown in Table 2.
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Figure 7:
Relative Product Preference by perceived choice difficulty and self-esteem score

Table 1
Coefficients table of multiple regression analysis of study 1
Variables

Beta

SE

t

p

Difficulty Score

1.20

.33

3.66

.00

.12

.04

2.63

.01

-.03

.01

-2.91

.05

Self-esteem Score
Self-esteem x Diff score Interaction

Table 2
Coefficients of conditional effect of choice difficulty at different Self Esteem Score of study 1
Variables

Beta

SE

t

p

Low Self-esteem (1 SD below mean)

.47

.10

4.79

.00

Medium Self-esteem (at mean)

.28

.07

4.00

.00

High Self-esteem (1 SD above mean)

.09

.09

.92

.36

33

In short, after eliminating participants who may have cheated in the memory task,
study 1 provides further and better support for our H1 that low self-esteem consumers would
no longer prefer inferior products over the superior product when a choice becomes difficult
(for instance, when choice difficulty is rated above 3 out of 7). Next, in the coming study, we
are going to test the effect of difficulty on motivation that we have explored in pilot study 2,
and the not-yet-tested indirect effect of motivation on product preference.

4.4 Study 2

Method
Study 1 has provided a less confounded test of our hypothesis one by excluding the
participants who have cheated, and that have yielded a slightly different result for our high
self-esteem individuals, which supported our proposition that choice difficulty should have
relatively little effect on their preference of the superior product.
In Study 2, we aim to examine whether relative strength of self-motives, shown to be
affected by choice difficulty, would mediate the effect of choice difficulty on product
preference and whether trait self-esteem has moderated this mediation relationship. Four
hundred and thirty-six participants recruited from Amazon MTurk participated in this study
(45% female).
As we did in our pilot study 2, we randomly assigned participants to one of two
product descriptions (with product feature trade-off vs. without product feature trade-off) to
induce a variety of choice difficulty ratings in our sample. We changed products used in the
stimuli to shoes in this study, which the ability to signal self-view of consumers was
demonstrated in Belk’s Shoes and self (2003). We displayed two sets of pictures (a set of
photos of male and female superior shoes, and another set includes photos of male and female
inferior shoes) and provided a description below about the products.
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Because we have changed the product used as stimuli to shoes and the way of inducing
choice difficulty, this time we have also run pretests to make sure that the inferior product and
superior products are perceived differently in terms of quality even after trade-off of product
features. The pretest includes questions “How would you rate the overall quality of brand
A(B)'s shoes?” where 1 is “very low” and 7 is “very high”; “To what extent do you agree that
brand A(B) is an above average shoe maker?” where 1 is “not at all” and 7 is “very much”,
and “How would you estimate the price of brand A (B)'s shoes?” where 1 is “not expensive at
all” and 7 is “very expensive”. The paired t-test analysis showed that brand of superior shoes
is rated as of higher quality (M Superior Shoes= 5.66, M Inferior Shoes=4.65, t (426) = 11.58, p = .000),
more expensive (M

Superior Shoes=

5.49, M

Inferior Shoes=4.26,

t (426) = 14.31, p = .000) and the

extent that it is an above-average shoes maker (M Superior Shoes= 5.40, M Inferior Shoes=4.46, t (426)
= 9.51, p = .000). The significant difference in perceived quality, price and competence as a
shoemaker of the two brands in stimuli suggested the successful of product signal
manipulation.
Measurement of choice difficulty and relative product preference was the same as in
pilot study 1 and study 1. Then participants completed the three items measuring selfenhancement and self-verification tendency respectively, as in pilot study 2. At last, similar as
in other studies, they filled in the Rosenberg Trait Self-esteem Scale and provided their
demographic information.

Results and Discussion

Along with our findings from previous studies and our prediction, we predicted that
choice difficulty would again be positively associated with the preference for superior shoes
for low self-esteem participants but not high self-esteem participants. Meanwhile, we
predicted that it is the case because the choice difficulty is positively associated with the
relative strength of self-motives (self-enhancement over self-verification). For this reason,
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when a choice becomes more difficult, we expected individuals from the low self-esteem
group will show greater self-enhancement tendency than the self-verification tendency,
whereas individuals from the high self-esteem group should not show that difference in
motives.
In brief, our predictions can be summarized by a moderated mediation model and
tested by PROCESS Macro Model 8, in which the independent focal variable (X) is the choice
difficulty, the moderator (W) is trait self-esteem, mediator (M) is self-enhancement premium
and finally, the outcome variable (Y) is the choice difficulty (see Figure 8). Someone may
doubt the rationale of using model 8 instead of model 7; as we mentioned in chapters 2 and 3,
we reckoned model 7 more appropriate than model 8 because we expected a direct effect of
choice difficulty on product preference, and that would be moderated by self-esteem. From
our review of literature about the choice difficulty and choice construction, it can be a default
and heuristic behavior for consumers to choose a superior product that is of higher quality
when ignoring the price value (see Gigerenzer & Goldstein, 1999). At the same time, observed
from the review of literature that product preferences of high self-esteem participants are
always in alignment with the default option, we inferred that choice difficulty would have little
to no effect on high trait self-esteem consumers’ product preferences. Nevertheless, for
consumers with low self-esteem, their product preference always deviates from the default or
heuristic choice, the superior product, subjected to impression management even when there
is no cognitive constraint. Therefore, when low self-esteem individual’s mental effort is
constrained by the choice difficulty that liberates consumers from using heuristics, their
preference will be pulled back to default preference again and therefore showing a preference
change from inferior product to a superior product. In view of this prediction that trait selfesteem moderates the direct effect of choice difficulty on the preference of superior product,
it is convinced that model 8 would test our prediction better than model 7.
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Figure 8:
Moderated‐mediation path (conceptual) model for Self-motives and Preference.

Path from choice difficulty (X) to (Y):

The regression analysis with median spitted self-esteem levels (median = 31) revealed
an interaction effect for trait self-esteem and perceived choice difficulty on of the relative
preference for superior products (β = -.36, t (425) = -3.07, p = .00) and a marginally significant
main effect of self-enhancement premium (β = .172, t (425) = 1.80, p = .07). Segregated the
interaction for participants from two self-esteem group, we found that participants with low
self-esteem increased their preference for a superior watch when they rated the choice as more
difficult, (β = .14, t (205) = 1.781, p = .08). But for participants with high self-esteem, the
pattern of preference change became negative (β = -.23, t (219) = -2.59, p = .01). Figure 9
visualized the interaction effect of choice difficulty and trait self-esteem. It is surprised to find
that in Study 2, high self-esteem consumers decreased their preference for a superior product
when their choice difficulty increase.
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Figure 9:
Relative Product Preference by perceived choice difficulty and self-esteem levels

To know at which specific point of self-esteem is the effect of choice difficulty
statistically significant, we keep trait self-esteem as a continuous variable and do a floodlight
analysis with the Johnson-Neyman technique to probe the effect of choice difficulty at
different value of self-esteem (Johnson & Neyman, 1936; Preacher et al., 2006). The detailed
regression coefficient of the model keeping self-esteem as a continuous variable, please refer
to Table 3. This analysis revealed a significant positive effect of choice difficulty on preference
for a superior product for participants with any score of trait self-esteem less than 20.5 (β = .17,
SE = .10, p = .10). The effect returned significantly negative when trait self-esteem score is
greater than 34.87 (β = -.10, SE = .07, p = .10). Because of the floodlight analysis result,
keeping self-esteem as a continuous score can reveal more meaningful findings, so in the
following analysis, trait self-esteem would be analyzed as a continuous variable.
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Table 3

Coefficients table of multiple regression analysis of Study 2
Variables

Beta

Constant

SE

t

p

2.50

1.00

2.50

.01

Choice Difficulty

.58

.28

2.12

.04

Self-esteem Score

.17

.10

1.77

.08

Self-enhancement Premium

.08

.03

2.71

.01

-.02

.01

-2.24

.03

Self-esteem x Choice Difficulty Interaction

On the one hand, the floodlight analysis result has replicated findings of study 1 for
only low self-esteem participants, particularly for participants with self-esteem scored below
20.51. When the choice is more difficult, they would prefer a superior product than an inferior
product (see Table 4 for a detailed output of the floodlight analysis). However, on the other
hand, the result raised a question about the preference pattern for high self-esteem participants,
so their preference for superior products dropped when the choice is perceived as more
difficult. Therefore, to examine the direct effect of choice difficulty in increasing preference
of superior product through relative strength of our self-motives, especially for low self-esteem
consumers, we have to identify and test the relationship between choice difficulty and selfenhancement premium. This relationship has to be identified in order to investigate the role of
self-enhancement premium in our proposed theoretical model.

Table 4
Coefficients table of floodlight analysis in study 2
Self-esteem Score

Beta

Standard Error

10.000

.381

.188

t

p

2.026 .043
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11.500

.351

.175

2.000 .046

13.000

.321

.163

1.971 .049

14.500

.290

.150

1.934 .054

16.000

.269

.138

1.887 .060

17.500

.230

.126

1.828 .068

19.000

.199

.114

1.751 .081

20.500

.169

.102

1.650 .100

20.515

.169

.102

1.649 .100

22.000

.139

.092

1.513 .131

23.500

.108

.082

1.326 .186

25.000

.078

.073

1.070 .286

26.500

.048

.066

.724 .469

28.000

.017

.061

.283 .777

29.500

-.013

.058

-.226 .821

31.000

-.044

.059

-.735 .463

32.500

-.074

.063 -1.172 .242

34.000

-.104

.069 -1.503 .134

34.868

-.122

.074 -1.649 .100

35.500

-.135

.078 -1.736 .083

37.000

-.165

.087 -1.894 .059
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38.500

-.195

.098 -2.003 .046

40.000

-.226

.109 -2.077 .039

Path from choice difficulty (X) to (M):

Using trait self-esteem score as the moderator, we tested the effect of choice difficulty
on self-enhancement premium moderated by self-esteem. The results revealed a marginally
significant interaction of self-esteem score and score of perceived choice difficulty (β = -.01, t
(425) = -1.76, p = .08), a significant main effect of choice difficulty (β = .27, t (425) =
1.98, p = .05) and a non-significant main effect of the self-esteem score (β = .00, t (425)
= .12, p = .91). The interaction effect of self-esteem score and score of perceived choice
difficulty on product preference is visualized in Figure 10.

Figure 10:
Relative Product Preference by perceived choice difficulty and self-esteem levels

To take a close examination of the interaction effect, we conducted a spotlight analysis
at self-esteem score one standard deviation below the mean (24.50), at mean (30.96) and one
standard deviation above the mean (37.41). The results showed a significant conditional effect
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of choice difficulty on self-enhancement premium at self-esteem score one standard deviation
below the mean (24.50; β = .08, SE =.04, p = .04), but not for self-esteem score at mean (30.96;
β = .03, SE =.03, p = .38) and self-esteem score one standard deviation above the mean (37.41;
β = -.03, SE =.05, p = .58) (see Figure 11).

Figure 11:
Self-enhancement premium by perceived choice difficulty and self-esteem scores

Now that we have established the positive association of choice difficulty with product
preference, which is moderated by trait self-esteem score; at the same time, we have
established the positive association of choice difficulty with self-enhancement premium, again
moderated by trait self-esteem score. Furthermore, we hypothesized that self-enhancement
tendency mediated the effect of choice difficulty (X) on the preference of superior product (Y),
and on top of that, we hypothesized a significant moderating effect of trait self-esteem (W) on
the relationship between choice difficulty (X) and preference for a superior product (Med) and
the effect of choice difficulty (X) on the preference of superior product (Y).

We tested for the moderated mediation effect using Hayes (2015) PROCESS macro
for Model 8 with 5,000 bootstrapped samples (Hayes, 2015). The analysis returned an overall
significant conditional indirect effect (β self-esteem score at one SD above mean = .01, SE = .01, 90% CI
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[.001, .036]; β self-esteem score at mean = .01, SE = .01, 90% CI [-.004, .016]; β self-esteem score above mean
= -.003, SE = .01, 90% CI [-.004, .009]. The 90% CI (−.004, .000) of the index of moderated
mediation contained zero. The results show the indirect effect on the preference of superior
products, through the self-enhancement premium, is not significantly moderated by trait selfesteem score. We have replicated study 1’s finding of choice difficulty in increasing the
preference of superior products for participants with self-esteem scores below 20.50.
Meanwhile, the indirect effect of self-enhancement premium on the preference of superior
products is only significant for participants with low self-esteem (self-esteem score 1 SD
below mean; 24.51).

In sum, an approaching significant index of moderated mediation, a conditional
indirect effect of self-enhancement premium, which is only significant for low self-esteem
participants, and a direct effect of choice difficulty on product preference examined earlier,
together provide preliminary support to our H3.
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5. GENERAL DISCUSSION

The research aims to examine the role of choice difficulty on choice between a
superior and an inferior product. We show that the effect depends on self-esteem. Across four
studies, we found that low self-esteem participants were more likely to pick a superior product
when they perceived the choice as difficult, while high self-esteem participants product
preference was less affected by choice difficulty. In pilot study 1 and study 1, we found that
for participants with low self-esteem, they preferred a superior product to an inferior product
when they perceived the choice between the two products as difficult. Whereas participants
with high low self-esteem, they showed a higher preference for a superior product than
participants with low self-esteem did. Importantly, for high self-esteem participants, the
preference was not affected by choice difficulty. Therefore, pilot study 1 and study 1 together
provide support for our H1.

In addition, findings from pilot study 2 demonstrated that choice difficulty was
positively associated with motivation such that as a choice became more difficult, participants
were more likely to report a self-enhancement motivation rather than a self-verification
motivation. As predicted by H2, this pattern was further replicated in study 2, and it was
moderated by self-esteem. Specifically, for low self-esteem individuals, increases in choice
difficulty significantly increased the motivation of self-enhancement, compared to selfverification. But this trend did not appear for high self-esteem participants.

By using mediation analysis, we further demonstrated that the effect of choice
difficulty on product preference for low self-esteem individuals was mediated by one’s
underlying motivation to self-enhance or to self-verify, supporting H3. Importantly, this
mediation does not occur for high self-esteem individuals. However, we did not find evidence
for the proposed moderated mediation effect.
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While we may conclude role of choice difficulty for low self-esteem consumers, , it
remains unclear how may choice difficulty high self-esteem consumers. For example, pilot
study 1 and study 1 show an insignificant effect between choice difficulty and product
preference for high self-esteem participants, but study 2 reveal a negative effect. We believe
that how choice difficulty would influence product preference for high self-esteem consumers
is still an open question.

5.1 Implications

This research would enrich the managerial understanding of how low self-esteem
consumers may make a purchase decision. For example, our findings suggests that marketers
of luxury products could appeal low self-esteem consumers by activating their selfenhancement goal, deactivating their self-verification goal, or simply trying to arrange
cognitive activities that may make the choice become more difficult. Similarly, given that low
self-esteem consumers’ preference for inferior products may be cracked up under depletion
of decision ability, managers of luxury brands can work to implant a taste of superior product
for low self-esteem customers under the popularity of e-commerce. As increasing volume of
information are available to consumers in the e-commerce, due to technological advances,
such as faster search engine, more powerful “recommender systems” (Gavalas et al., 2014).
Online consumers exposed to massive information not only need to choose what type of
information to read, but also the source of information (Broiloet al., 2016) and too many
information to select may cause consumers confusion (Lee and Lee, 2004). Because their
online purchase cannot touch and try the product, price comparison with other retailers,
product information and online reviews are important to determine product choice of online
consumers (Roberts & Benzimra, 2017).
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5.2 Limitations and Further Research

Despite the fact that studies in this paper provide support to our proposed conceptual
framework, there are a few limitations in these studies. First, both choice difficulty and selfesteem were measured rather than manipulated. In order to examine the proposed effects and
mechanisms, it could be worth investigating the effect by directly manipulating choice
difficulty or self-esteem to replicate and generalize the findings.
In addition, participants in the studies were instructed to make a choice between an
inferior product and a superior product. However, in reality, a product choice is seldom this
straightforward and usually involves a comparison of more products. As past findings
illustrated a compromise effect, that is, when a third option was introduced to a choice set with
originally two products, people would prefer the middle option and avoid the extremes
(Simonson, 1989). Future studies may examine our proposed effect with a larger choice set or
an assortment of identity-related products.
Another future direction could be the investigation of product choice in the online
context. Notably, consumers are more likely to be overloaded with product information when
browsing and searching online (Li, 2017; Lee & Lee, 2004). Thus, we may observe more
online activities that are motivated by self-enhancement and more superior goods purchased
online by consumers.
Although in this paper we have used the relative strength of self-enhancement and
self-verification to explain consumers’ product preference, some other motivations can also
affect consumers’ preference of superior product and inferior product (i.e. hedonic and
utilitarian motives). Whitley and other (2018) suggested that hedonic motivation that drives
consumers to gratify affection and pleasure can play a role in consumers’ preference of
superior product; at the same time, utilitarian motivation drives consumers to prefer products
that is instrumental to fulfillment of higher goal. As motivations that can influence consumers’
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purchase decision are not limited to self-enhancement and self-verification, future studies can
attempt to incorporate measures of other motives and see which motivation(s) together with
trait self-esteem and choice difficulty can flip consumers’ product preference.
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APPENDICES

Appendix A: Product description and pictures used in studies
Inferior vs. superior watches, Pilot study 1 and study 1
Brand A has a good reputation of its simplicity and durability design. Because of its market
availability, brand A has continued to attract consumers around the globe, including both
male and female. It normally offers a variety of colors and bands to fit different styles. Most
customers can wear in all occasions, indoor and outdoor. You can typically find them online
or from major local retailers. It is targeted to be an affordable brand for all customers.

Brand B is famous for its comfortable wearing that suits for all customers and its accuracy.
Since it launched the market, it has remained as one of the best watches in the market across
all continents. Its straps come in different sizes and is crafted from the finest raw materials to
fit different customers. It is very popular for all activities while it especially attracted many
amateur golf and tennis players. You can purchase them online or you can find their shops in
most department stores and shopping malls.

48

Inferior vs. superior watches under product description without trade-off, study 2
Footwear of Brand A

Footwear of Brand B

Material: Synthetic leather

Material: Calf leather

Comfortability: ★ ★ ★

Comfortability: ★ ★ ★ ★

Lightweight: ★ ★ ★ ★

Lightweight: ★ ★ ★ ★

Durability: ★ ★ ★ ★

Durability: ★ ★ ★ ★

Design: ★ ★ ★

Design: ★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Inferior vs. superior watches under product description with trade-off, study 2
Brand A Footwear

Brand B Footwear

Material: Synthetic leather

Material: Calf leather

Comfortability: ★ ★ ★

Comfortability: ★ ★ ★ ★

Lightweight: ★ ★ ★ ★

Lightweight: ★ ★

Durability: ★ ★ ★ ★

Durability: ★ ★ ★

Design: ★ ★ ★

Design: ★ ★ ★ ★ ★

Average Delivery Time: 2-4 days

Average Delivery Time: 6-8 days
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Inferior vs. superior watches under product description without trade-off, pilot study 2
Brand A

Brand B

Material : Nylon

Material : Leather

Capacity: Low

Capacity: Medium

Durability: Not durable

Durability: Very durable

Slimness: Slim and light

Slimness: Thick and heavier

Inferior vs. superior watches under product description with trade-off, pilot study 2
Brand A

Brand B

Material: Nylon

Material: Leather

Capacity: Large

Capacity: Small

Durability: Not durable

Durability: Very durable

Slimness: Slim and light

Slimness: Thick and heavier

Color Option: Available in 6 colors

Color Option: Available in only one color
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Appendix B: Digit sets used in Studies
Digit sets with different length used in pilot study 1
Set A

Set B

Digit sets with different length used in study 1
Set A

Set B
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Appendix C: Items Assessing Self-motives
Pilot Study 2
[Self-enhancement]
Using this wallet can make me feel better about myself.
This wallet can help me to build a better image.
I feel confident when I am using this wallet.
[Self-verification]
This wallet would fit me.
This wallet is made for consumers like me.
I am free to be myself when using this wallet.

Study 2
[Self-enhancement]
Wearing this pair of shoes makes me feel better about myself.
Wearing this pair of shoes brings me confident.
Wearing this pair of shoes helps me to build a better image in front of others.

[Self-verification]
Wearing this pair of shoes fit who I am.
I feel free to be myself when wearing this pair of shoes.
I feel that this pair of shoes is made for consumers like me.
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